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FALSE METHODS OF INTERPEETATION. 

By Professor Sylyester Burnham, T>. D., 
Hamilton Theol. Seminary, Hamilton, N. Y. 



II. INTERPRETATION WITH A DOUBLE SENSE. 

In the Commentary on the Psalms, by Prof. J. A. Alexander, D. D., among 
the notes on the 16th Psalm, we find what follows : " 9. Therefore has rejoiced my 
heart and exidted my glory; yea, my flesh shall dwell in security {or confidence). * * * 
The second clause is not simply parallel and equivalent to the first, but is rather 
an actual performance of the duty there described. Having there said that his 
heart did triumph in the certainty of God's protection, he here proves the truth of 
his assertion, by professing his assured hope that his whole person, not except- 
ing his material part, shall dwell in safety under that protection. This is appli- 
cable both to preservation from death and preservation in death, and may there- 
fore without violence be understood, in a lower sense, of David, who did die and 
see corruption but whose body is to rise again, as well as in a higher sense of 
Christ, whose body, though it died, was raised again before it saw corruption. 

" 10. For thou wilt not leave my soul to Hell; thou wilt not give thy Holy One to 
see corruption. * * * To see, i. e. to experience or undergo corruption. Compare 
the phrase to see death, Luke II; 26. — It has been disputed whether rUlB' is 
derived from niC and means a pit, or from HH^ and means corruption. Both 
allegations are probably true, the antecedent improbability of such a double sense 
and derivation being counterbalanced by the clear analogy of HIlJ i which is of 
a difEerent sense and gender as derived from Jinj and HIJ . The use of this 
equivocal expression may have been intentional, in order to make it applicable 
both to David and to Christ. (See above, on the preceding verse.) To both, the 
words contain a promise of deliverance from death, but in the case of Christ with 
a specific reference to his actual escape from the corruption which is otherwise 
inseparable from dissolution." 

We find the same kind of interpretation in Dr. John Gill's Commentary on 
Isaiah, in which he says, in his notes on 65:13: " Behold, my servants shall eat, 
but ye shall he hungry; which has been verified in a literal sense; for the Chris- 
tians, the Lord's righteous servants, as the Targum in the several clauses calls 
them, were, as Eusebius relates, by a divine warning, directed to leave Jerusalem 
before the destruction of it ; when they removed to a place called Pella, beyond 
Jordan, where they had proper accommodations; while the unbelieving Jews 
were penned up in the city, and were starved, and multitudes of them died by 
famine : and in a figurative sense they had a famine, not of bread, or of water, 
but of hearing the word of the Lord ; the Gospel being taken from them, and 
sent to another people, who received it, and ate it, and were nourished by it." 

In studying these examples of the Double-Sense interpretation, we ought 
first to notice what is the real character, and the essential peculiarity, of this kind 
of interpretation. Observe, therefore, that we do not have, in these cases, a typ- 
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ical interpretation. Tor, in the interpretation of types, the language itself which 
sets before us the type, has but a single sense. The typical meaning is derived 
from the study of the real and objective persons, things, or facts, which the lan- 
guage sets before us. These show us, by what they were as historic realities, 
what is the true nature or character of other realities future to themselves. But, 
in the quotations from Dr. Alexander, and Dr. Gill, the two senses are found in 
the language, and in the same word or phrase. Nor do we have to do, in the 
cases before us, with an interpretation which sets forth a repeated or a contin- 
uous fulfillment of prophecy. There are passages in which the only and true 
sense is one which demands a continuous or a repeated fulfillment. A contin- 
uous fulfillment, for example, will alone satisfy the conditions in the case of 
Deut. 18:15, " The Lord thy God will raise up unto thee a prophet from the midst 
of thee, of thy brethren, like unto me; unto him ye shall hearken." Here the 
reference must be, not to any individual prophet, not even to the Messiah as an 
individual apart from all others like him, but to a continued and a continuous 
prophetic line or class, to appear and to be used as occasion may demand, of 
which line the Messiah will indeed be the goal and the head, appearing as the 
prophet par excellence. But, in all this, there is no double sense. The language 
has one meaning, and but one ; but this meaning includes, in the totality of its 
extent, many individuals. It is only the sum total of these individuals, however, 
which is the real meaning of the language. A passage which seems to have a 
repeated fuliillment as the real content of its meaning, is Joel 3:1 (Eng. version 
2:28), "And it shall come to pass afterward, that I will pour out my spirit upon 
all flesh," etc. This prophecy was said by Peter, in Acts 2:16 seq., to have found 
a fulfillment in the events of the day of Pentecost. But Peter did not say, nor 
can we suppose, that the events of that day exhausted the thought of the prophet. 
Again and again has been done that which the prophet foresaw, and said should 
come to pass. Here too is no double sense. For just the thing which the prophet 
foresaw and foretold, and so just the one and the true meaning of his language, 
was this repeated gift to men of the Spirit of God. But Dr. Alexander and Dr. 
Gill, in the interpretations quoted above, find not one, but two meanings, in the 
language of the sacred writer. 

This then is what is meant by a Double Sense : Two separate and different 
meanings which belong at the same time and equally to the same word or phrase. 
This is the kind of sense which many commentators think they find in the Bible. 

We are next to consider what such interpretation, were it possible to justify 
it, would really show the Scriptures to be, so far as it was applicable to them. 

Could the language of the Scriptures have a double sense, this sense either 
must have had a place in the thought and purpose of the author, or must belong 
to the words simply because it can be put upon them, although not consciously 
intended by the author. The term author, as here used, is to be taken to include, 
in the extent of its application, both the divine and the human author, according 
as either of them is to be considered, in any case, as the real author of the passage 
in question. But, in the use of human speech, the one who employs a given 
expression, never consciously puts a double sense upon any of its words, unless 
he wishes to make a pun, a conundrum, or a riddle. These forms of expression, 
however, are not in any true sense capable of being interpreted. They are merely 
used to indicate that, out of all possible analogies of sound or fact, which may 
belong to a word, or the object it denotes, some one analogy, more or less real and 
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complete, has been the subject of the user's thought. What this possible analogy 
is, and so what is at least one of the related words or objects, we are to discover, 
if at all, by a happy conjecture. If the double sense of Scripture, therefore, is 
an intended sense, to the same extent the Scriptures are a riddle to be guessed, 
and not a revelation to be interpreted. 

But if Scripture is to be said to have a double sense, simply because a double 
sense is possible, and we are not to be limited in interpretation by the contents of 
the thought as it lay in the consciousness of the author, why stop at a double 
sense ? Why not have a triple, a quadruple, an octuple sense ? Why not have 
any number of senses that the words can be made to bear. Such interpretation 
is not only the logical, but the actual, result of the theory of a double sense. Dr. 
Gill himself furnishes an example of the consequence of adopting this theory of 
a double sense. In his notes on the 17th verse of this same chapter (Isa. 65), 
speaking of the words, "I create a new heaven and a new earth," he says, " This 
prophecy began to have its accomplishment in the first times of the Gospel, when 
through the preaching of it there was a new face of things appeared in Judea, 
and in the Gentile world, so that the whole world looked like a new world ; * * * 
this will have a further accomplishment at the conversion of the Jews, which will 
be as life from the dead, and things will look like a new world with them ; * * * * 
and it shall have its complete accomplishment in the New Jerusalem state, when 
not only Christ will appear, and make all things new in a spiritual sense, and 
that completely ; but even in a literal sense there will be new heavens and a new 
earth, which John in vision saw." The claim of the old patristic interpretation 
that all Scripture has a threefold, or a fourfold sense, does not seem so very 
strange in reading such interpretations as this. Such human speech as interpre- 
tations of this kind would find in Scripture, belongs, as we have seen, to the 
realm of riddles, and to that realm alone. Consequently, if such language is not 
the language of the riddle, then it is in no sense human speech. Of what world 
or race it is the speech, God alone knows. In either case, Hermeneutics is an im- 
possibility, and the name Revelation, a wild absurdity. 

The consideration and refutation of the special arguments by which it is 
sought to justify the Double-Sense interpretations, must be reserved for the next 
paper. 



